








AN APPRAISAL OF ALFRED DE VIGNY’S
LE MORE DE VENISE AND ITS






The response of French dramatists and audiences to Shakespeare, an important part of the history of the French theatre, may be traced through an account of translations and adaptations of his plays.  The progress of Othello in the French theatre is particularly revealing, for, as Robert de Smet says,

the earliest tentative efforts to play Shakespeare on the French stage ... started with Othello.  It was Othello that served as model for the first French tragedy in which the influence of Shakespeare can be detected.  It was Othello in which the first English company playing Shakespeare in Paris made its appearance, and it is Othello that the poet Alfred de Vigny chose to launch in the French Theatre one of the offensives of the romantic movement which preceded the battle of Victor Hugo’s Hernani.​[1]​

The importance and impact of de Vigny’s Le More de Venise on French drama is a cliché of French theatrical history.  But is it true?

It is difficult to believe.  Claims that de Vigny’s adaptation of 1829 was indeed a “victory,” “the birth of French Romanticism,” and a “success” confront two disconcerting facts:  its disappearance “from the repertoire of the Comedie Française after sixteen performances,” and the continuing performances of Ducis’s “mutilated version” of 1792.  Ducis made Othello more oriental than Moorish, minimized Iago’s villainy, had Othello slay Desdemona with a sword, not a pillow, and after a tumultuous opening night, eliminated even the unhappy ending.  The language was elevated in accordance with the dictates of decorum, and Desdemona’s handerchief was replaced by an elegant ribbon studded with diamonds to serve as a headdress.  This is the version preferred by French audiences for twenty more years, until 1849.​[2]​

These facts require that an assertion of Le More’s “success” at least distinguish whether it is literary or theatrical in kind.  One may then go on to establish a relation between the two.  De Smet blurs the distinction {51} in a way that obscures rather than clarifies an understanding of Le More and its place in the history of the French theatre.  The matter is further confused by the emphasis and value placed upon de Vigny’s presumed adherence to the text of the First Folio.

In its own terms, de Vigny’s adaptation probably deserves the praise it has received, and its cuts in the text ought to have promoted its theatrical success.  De Smet, however, believes that the literary achievement of the work was limited by these cuts, although he excuses them as an inevitable consequence of the examples provided by touring English companies.  “Any defects in de Vigny’s effort are due rather to his period than to his country.”​[3]​  Such a view fails to consider that many of the cuts made by these English companies were in the direction of decorum, the prevailing dictum of French classicism.  De Smet’s insistence on the influence of period rather than place in the cuts made in the play seems an unfortunate case of chauvinism.  Since de Smet does not show that de Vigny’s cuts in the First Folio affect its literary achievement, fidelity to the text must be but one, certainly not an exclusive, standard of appraisal here.

At the same time, however, de Smet believes that de Vigny’s faithfulness to the First Folio was fidelity to a fault and, presumably, a cause of its failure in the French theatre.  The chauvinism noted above is unfortunate here also, for it ignores the fact that, though shocked by English versions far more faithful to the original than any previously known, the French audience gave them a generally favorable reception.

De Vigny’s fidelity to the text is a virtue of his adaptation and ought to have counted toward its success in the theatre.  If it failed there, one must look for an explanation in terms of French taste.

The conclusion is inevitable, I think, that de Vigny’s adaptation of Othello simply did not go far enough toward satisfying the punctilious demands of the classical tastes of the French.  What was tolerable in English performances by English performers was, of course, unacceptable in a French performance by French performers.

As it was, even his cut version left more of the original than was acceptable to patrons of the French theatre, who were shocked by the word ‘mouchoir’— a word which seemed to them to have no place in the tragic vocabulary....  The utterance of the word ‘mouchoir’ at the first performance of de Vigny’s translation was greeted with whistles and hissing. There was much gossip about it in the auditorium. The press seized on the incident, which in the course of years became legendary, and there is hardly any {52} history of the theatre that does not recall the story.​[4]​

Perhaps notoriety, not achievement, has given de Vigny’s Le More undue prominence in the history of the French theatre.  But this is not the same thing as “success,” whether literary or theatrical.





Nowhere in his Le More de Venise is de Vigny more obviously traditional than in his use of the Alexandrine couplet, the traditional verse of French tragedy.  The whole of the adaptation is composed of Alexandrines, even those passages which are prose in Othello. But the couplets are often used with remarkable flexibility.  One example will serve.

L’Enfer est supportable
Quand on a fait son coup.—Mais  de 1’argent.—Allez,
Deshonorez, trompez, desolez, accablez
Le noir hideux.  Je vols que tout dans cette proie
Sera bonheur pour vous, pour moi vengeance et joie. (p. 480)​[6]​

The use of multiple caesuras is evident here, and elsewhere a single line may be shared by several speakers or by two or more several times.  Enjambement is also evident not only between the two lines of the couple, but also between couplets.  Although the transformation of prose in the original to Alexandrine couplets has the effect of elevating the speech, the flexibility of de Vigny’s line enables him to preserve the speech rhythms of each speaker.  The demands of this verse form require filling on occasion, but such padding is seldom evident.  (I shall discuss below an interesting exception.)  In short, de Vigny employs the Alexandrine deftly; no part of the failure of his Le More may be directly attributable to his prosody.  It is effective, but it is also traditional.

Equally traditional is de Vigny’s use of an elevated diction that accords with the rules of linguistic decorum. {53} Generally, all language of a “low” sort is expunged from his Le More; most evident is the exclusion of all reference to domestic animals and to sex.  For example,

Euen now, now, very now, an old blacke Ram




La colombe est en proie au vieux et noir vautour.  (p. 474)

This transformation not only elevates the barnyard “Ram” and “Ewe” to the poetically acceptable “colombe” and “vautour,” but also eliminates the sexual “tupping.”  In many instances, the elevation of diction results from the substitution of abstract terms for concrete ones.  For example,

Yet, for necessity of present life,
I must show out a Flag, and signe of Loue,




mon role est encore
De paraitre en tout point creature du More.
Paraitre seulement.  (p. 475)

Not only is “Paraitre” abstract, but “creature,” which provides some concrete reference, is still too abstract to make it a satisfactory substitute for the military metaphor appropriate to both Othello and Iago.  Examples of periphrasis may be adduced, but they are relatively few in number and generally unobtrusive.   A notable instance is the phrase “un secret sentiment” (p. 478).  When the phrase is used in place of the “the vices of my blood” (l. 468), it acts to elevate the diction, to render it more abstract, and to eliminate the ambiguities and ominous overtones of the original.  The significant consequence is a loss of the moral complexity that is an essential part of the original.  In itself, this loss is not a fault in de Vigny’s work, but rather a means of producing a single and sentimental effect.

One couplet in the first act deserves special attention,​[8]​ because it manifests the sorts of technical difficulties arising from the twin demands of prosody and elevated diction.  After Othello has received his commission to Cyprus, been accused of employing black magic, defended {54} himself, and made arrangements for Desdemona to follow him, the Duke departs on a note of consolation to the distressed Brabantio.

If Vertue no delighted Beautie lacke,
Your Son-in-law is farre more Faire then Blacke. (ll. 642-643)

In de Vigny, this couplet is rendered

Car si la vertu seule est belle, en verite,
Rien n’est a votre fils comparable en beaute. (p. 479)

In Shakespeare, the syntactical inversion of the first line is demanded by the necessity of the rhyme with “Blacke.” De Vigny’s “en verite” is dictated by the necessity of the rhyme with “beaute.”  The rhyme in Shakespeare places considerable emphasis on “Blacke” and points to Othello’s blackness and, in the context of the line, to the evil traditionally associated with blackness.  The rhyme in de Vigny eliminates the mention of color and any value associated with it.  Although both begin with conditional clauses, Shakespeare’s first line does not imply that other things beside “Virtue” may lack any “delighted Beautie,” whereas de Vigny’s asserts that only virtue is beautiful.  Again, Shakespeare’s second line implies a complex view of Othello in which “Faire” is weighed against “Blacke”; de Vigny’s implies a simple view of Othello in which his virtue makes him peerless.  The differences between Shakespeare’s couplet and de Vigny’s indicate the sort of metrical difficulties occasionally presented by the Alexandrine, de Vigny’s use of elevated and abstract diction, and, most important, the heightening of character and simplifying of theme that characterize so much of Le More de Venise.

One effect of all these changes is the reduction of dramatic tension.  For instance, in the brothel scene, Desdemona asks,

I hope my Noble Lord esteemes me honest,

to which Othello answers,

Oh I, as Sommer Flyes are in the Shambles,
That quicken euen with blowing.  Oh thou weed:
Who art so louely faire, and smell’st so sweete,
That the Sense akes at thee, 
Would thou had’st neuer bin borne. (ll. 276O-2765)

In de Vigny, this dialogue breaks down into two nearly unrelated assertions.  Desdemona’s {55}

Du molns, vous me croyez vertueuse?

is followed by a pause and a movement, as the stage direction indicates, before Othello speaks:

Othello, se levant et la contemplant avec une melancholie profonde.

O misere!
Comment t’es-tu fletrie, o toi, fleur solitaire?
O fleur si belle a voir et dont le pur encens
A ton approche seule enivrait tous les sens! 
Je voudrais que le Ciel ne t’eut jamais fait naitre! (p. 502)





The use of the traditional Alexandrine couplet and elevated diction indicates a large part of de Vigny’s indebtedness to the literary conventions of French drama.  By heightening character and simplifying theme, they have a considerable influence on his adaptation.  But as the stage direction mentioned above suggests, theatrical considerations have a similar influence, for the theatre for which de Vigny wrote was essentially unchanged since the sixteenth century.

The differences between the Globe playhouse and the stage in 1603 and the Comedie Française and its stage in {56} 1829 explain certain features of de Vigny’s adaptation which do not appear in Shakespeare’s play.​[9]​  Othello is written for a large stage thrust into the center of a small circular theatre approximately eighty feet in diameter. Thus, no member of the audience is much more than forty or fifty feet from the action of the stage.  Proximity makes intimacy possible; voice inflections and slight gestures can be readily perceived.  Information about time and place is easily conveyed by a few words, simple props, and costumes.  On the contrary, de Vigny’s Le More de Venise is written for a large stage set behind a proscenium arch at the pointed end of a teardrop-shaped theatre, the long axis of which measures approximately two hundred feet. Consequently, the audience is at varying distances from the stage; in order to play to the whole house, the actors must raise their voices (even when “low”) and must make exaggerated gestures if they are to be heard or seen clearly by all.  Under these circumstances, information about time and place, especially as “local color” becomes important on the Romantic stage, is most successfully conveyed by elaborate and detailed settings and costumes. The multiplicity and detail of de Vigny’s stage directions indicate his awareness of the importance of relying on visual means of conveying necessary information.​[10]​  The result is a highly stylized manner of acting played against an extremely detailed background.  This manner of acting itself limits the complexity of the characterization and the theme, for which abundant scenic detail is no substitute.

The differences between the dramatis personae of de Vigny’s Le More and those of Shakespeare’s Othello are not without significance.  The elimination of two characters, the clown and Gratiano, from the adaptation makes it a simpler, less significant thing.​[11]​  The clown provides a comic element through his witty puns on sex and falsehood; he is eliminated because he is a “low” character not compatible with the dignity of tragedy and because his language is correspondingly inelegant.  The omission of the clown, who provides a different perspective on the action and so contributes to the variegated texture of the original, reduces the complexity of the effect of the original.  In Othello, Gratiano serves as choric commentator whose chief function is to provide information, an objective appraisal of events, and a social perspective; he alone recalls Brabantio, to whom he is related, and thus recalls Venice and the social background against which the action on Cyprus takes place.  His omission in Le More de-emphasizes the importance of the social matrix of the original, perhaps the greatest source of weakness in de Vigny’s adaptation.

De Vigny deals with the three characters of real importance in a manner that also reduces their complexity. Of these, de Vigny’s Othello is closest to the original in {57} Shakespeare.  In both writers, he is a soldier, a man of simple dignity whose innocence is readily corrupted.  In diminishing the references to, and especially the aspersions on, Othello’s blackness and in curtailing the appeals to racial prejudice (particularly in sexual contexts), de Vigny transforms Othello into a sort of “noble savage.”  His close translation and adaptation of Act III successfully captures the means by which Iago destroys Othello’s happiness by making him jealous.  Unfortunately, because the diction has been elevated, de Vigny is unable to show Othello’s psychological corruption revealed by the animal and sexual imagery of a language that comes to echo Iago’s. De Vigny depends upon narrative action and rhetorical delivery to convey this corruption, and they are not quite capable of carrying the burden.  Moreover, in cutting Othello’s last words, “I kist thee, ere I kill’d thee:  No way but this,/Killing my selfe, to dye vpon a kisse” (ll. 3671-3672), he misses Othello’s achievement of a higher innocence tempered by experience and avoids the sexual significance of these lines and of his position on the bed beside Desdemona.​[12]​

De Vigny’s treatment of Desdemona points to some of the qualities that distinguish his adaptation from Shakespeare’s play.  In general, Desdemona is rendered simpler, more typical of an earlier French tradition of tragic heroines. In both writers, her elopement with Othello is motivated by love, but in de Vigny, Brabantio’s remarks on the “treason of the blood” (l.186) and the unworthiness of his daughter are omitted.  But his couplet “More, veille sur elle avec un oeil severe;/Elle peut te tromper, ayant trompe son pere” (p. 479) is unavoidable if only because Iago must employ the same argument later.  Desdemona’s love for Othello is her dominant trait to the exclusion of almost all else.  But it occasionally seems to slide toward a love of self that is quite its opposite.  While Cassio, Emilia, Iago, and others await Othello’s arrival at Cyprus, Desdemona’s





Je veux que ce soit moi qu’il trouve la premiere (p. 482)

In de Vigny, Desdemona’s self-centeredness shows her love to exclude a social awareness dictated by the presence of others and by her position as the wife of the new commander of Cyprus.  This self-centeredness is paralleled by an assertiveness not in the original; what Desdemona requests {58} in Othello, she makes a challenge to her husband in Le More de Venise.

If I haue any grace, or power to moue you,




nous allons voir par la si votre femme
A quelque autorite, comme on croit, sur votre ame. (p. 489)

The difference is considerable, suggesting the love-debate of eighteenth-century drama.  Similarly,

Nay, when I haue a suite
Wherein I meane to touch your Loue indeed,
It shall be full of poize, and difficult waight,




Oh!  lorsqu’il me faudra quelque reelle preuve
Qui fasse en vous briller l’amour par une epreuve,
Je l’inventerai grande et plus digne de nous,
Perilleuse, peut-etre, et difficile a vous;
Je veux que cela soit vraiment un sacrifice. (p. 489)

A legitimate “suite” which by its nature will be difficult for Othello to grant and so, per accidens, assess his love becomes an invention which is designed to determine his love.  One result is that de Vigny’s Desdemona is rendered somewhat more assertive than obedient.  This trait is reflected in the virtue with which she is endowed.  In Shakespeare, Desdemona accepts Cassio’s suit without comment on his conduct; in de Vigny, she remarks that she will overcome Othello’s displeasure “malgre votre imprudence” (p. 488).  Something of this moral sense is suggested in Desdemona’s attributing her misfortunes to the operation of divine punishment for leaving her father.  In Shakespeare, Desdemona is indignant and ironic at Othello’s treatment:

‘Tis meete I should be vs’d so: very meete.
How haue I bin behau’d, that he might sticke
The small’st opinion on my least misvse? (ll. 2810-2812) {59}

In de Vigny, she justifies her misfortunes by reference to her misconduct in fleeing her family:

Dieu nous a juges tous.
J’avais bien merite les dedains qu’une fille
Attire sur sa tete en fuyant sa familie. (p. 503)

A later additional reference to her father (p. 505) suggests that Desdemona is represented as the grief-stricken daughter of an earlier drama who has contributed to her own misery. This suggestion is confirmed by an alteration in the plot. Emilia, instead of being slain by Iago, as in Othello, is spared in Le More de Venise to weep at Desdemona’s bedside, the traditional sanglant tableau.  “Elle se jette sur le corps de Desdemona et y reste a pleurer jusqu’a la fin de l’acte” (p. 510).  Desdemona is delineated after the tragic heroine of an earlier tradition in which an appeal is made to the sensibilite of the audience.





The verse, diction, characterization, and plot are all adapted to support the theme of Le More de Venise:  the inability of innocent love between innocent people to survive the corrupting influence of others.  The simplicity of this theme enables de Vigny’s adaptation to appeal to {60} a limited number of emotions and so intensify the audience’s response.  But if this simplicity of theme and the resulting intensified response are the greatest strengths of de Vigny’s adaptation, they are also its greatest weakness. For the melodramatic nature of Le More de Venise is perhaps the ultimate source of its failure.

Perhaps the most prominent feature of melodrama is the reciprocal accentuation of characters and de-emphasizing of the social matrix in which they exist.  Noticeable in de Vigny’s Le More is his misconception of the role played by society.  To put the matter simply, society in Shakespearean tragedy embodies a system of values from which the protagonist deviates to his destruction; his conduct tests that system and his destruction parallels its reaffirmation. De Vigny has no sense of this function of society in tragedy.  The system of values embodied in Venice is partially vitiated when de Vigny omits one of Brabantio’s responses to Roderigo and Iago’s commotion:  “What tell’st thou me of Robbing?/This is Venice: my house is not a Grange” (ll. 117-118).  Again, in Shakespeare, Brabantio apprehends Othello and indicates that he will send him “To Prison, till fit time/Of Law, and course of direct Session/Call thee to answer” (ll. 305-307); in de Vigny, Brabantio adds to this statement that Othello’s fate will be “mort ou proscrit” (p. 476).  Thus, de Vigny makes the law more an instrument of personal revenge than an expression of social values and a means of sustaining social order, the model by which Othello’s conduct in Cyprus is measured in the original.  He also omits, quite surprisingly, the Duke’s thematically significant lines:

To vouch this, is no proofe,
Without more wider, and more ouer [overt] Test
Then these thin habits, and poore likely-hoods
Of moderne seeming, do prefer against him. (ll. 448-451)​[13]​

It is precisely because Othello does not adhere to this standard that Shakespeare’s play develops tragically; it is precisely here in the omission of these lines that de Vigny’s adaptation is obliged to develop melodramatically.

An appraisal of de Vigny’s Le More de Venise rests upon evaluations of both its literary and theatrical qualities.  There is little question, I think, of his skill with the Alexandrine couplet.  De Vigny has also achieved an elevation of diction, a heightening of characters, and a simplification of theme,whether he meant to or not.  But if he meant to supplant the classicism of eighteenth-century tragedy, he really did little to this end.  “Mouchoir” for “handkerchief” was not sufficient; the audience rebelled from, not rallied to, the romantic standard in any event.  Even so, the notoriety of a single {61} word occurring for the first time in Act III (p. 492) is unlikely to have been the sole cause of the rejection of de Vigny’s adaptation.  But theatrical considerations do not offer a sufficient explanation either.  The violation of the unities troubled some, and scenic accuracy might have troubled others of his audience, but probably not many.  And even Desdemona’s death had been generally a accepted, at least in performances by the touring English companies.
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^1	  Robert de Smet, “Othello in Paris and Brussels” [transl. by Sir Barry Jackson], Shakespeare Survey, 3 (1950), 98.
^2	  Ibid., pp. 99-102.  De Smet’s remarks are probably the most succinct, readily available, and representative statement on this subject.
^3	  Ibid., p. 102.
^4	  Ibid., p. 102.
^5	  An extended discussion of De Vigny’s adaptation may be found in Andre le Breton, “Le Theatre romantique de Dumas pere a Dumas fils, VI:  L’Othello d’Alfred de Vigny,” Revue des Cours et Conferences, XXXIII.11 (1922), 2nd ser., 201-215.
^6	  My text of de Vigny’s adaptation is Paul Viallaneix, ed., Alfred de Vigny:  Oeuvres completes (Paris, 1965).  Because de Vigny {63} did not provide line numbering for his text, I give the page numbers in parentheses instead.  De Vigny’s scene division also accords with classical principles, not with the First Folio.
^7	  My text of Othello is Charlton Hinman, ed., The First Folio of Shakespeare (New York, 1968).  Except for replacing the long “s” (f) by “s,” I have made no other alterations in the text.  The line numbering of the text is that provided by Hinman, not the Globe edition.
^8	  This couplet calls attention to itself because of the general infrequency of couplets in the play and because of the emphasis given it by the Duke’s departure.
^9	  An excellent brief account of the Shakespearean stage may be found in A. M. Nagler, Shakespeare’s Stage (New Haven, 1964).  My discussion of French acting is based on inferences drawn from John L. Styan’s lectures in the fall of 1968.  I have also referred to plate 33 in Phyllis Hartnoll, The Oxford Companion to the Theatre (London, 1967).
^10	  The reliance on “local color” partly out of theatrical necessity leads to critical distortions that take de Vigny away from theatrical considerations.  In explaining Iago’s oath, “By Ianus, I thinke no” (l. 239), de Vigny says,Sans affirmer que Shakespeare ait pense a faire jurer Yago par le dieu au double visage, comme l’assure Letourneur, je vois du moins la-dedans une grande fidelite de couleur locale que j’ai precieusement conserved:  les Italiens jurent encore aujourd’hui par les dieux du paganisme:  Per Bacco, etc. (p. 476n.)What is notable about this statement is that de Vigny’s concern with local color blinds him to the dramatic appropriateness of a deceiver’s swearing by a two-faced god.
^11	  In the list of “Personnages” (p. 473), Bianca is not listed, but she does appear in the adaptation.
^12	  De Vigny also fails to show Cassio kissing Emelia on the mouth; instead, he has Cassio kiss her hand (p. 482).  Courtesy replaces suggestiveness.
^13	  In extenuation, the First Folio shows no speech heading assigning these lines to the Duke, nor does it show an identation at this point; it shows-them continuing Brabantio’s speech in which he repeats his charge.  Still, de Vigny should have noticed the reproach; the Duke picks up Brabantio’s very word “vouch” (l. 444).
